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JOHN FORBES
(d. 1783)
(First Church of England clergyman in East Florida, member of the King’s Council, Judge Surrogate
of the Court of Admiralty, Assistant Judge of the Common Law Court, Chief Justice.)
John Forbes was probably, born in Scotland. He
received his education at King’s College in old Aberdeen, where he passed through the ordinary course of
Greek, mathematics, and philosophy, and attended
lectures in divinity. The University of Aberdeen conferred on him the degree of Master of Arts in the
spring of 1763 ; the principal and masters certifying
at that time that he had “behaved with great Modesty
& Dis-cretion, was diligent in his Studies, & made very
good Progress in the different Branches of Learning.”
On the 16th of May, 1763, he was recommended to the
bishops of the Church of England for ordination to
the ministry; and was soon afterwards ordained deacon and priest.
When Florida became a British possession, the
boundaries of East and West Florida were fixed by
royal proclamation. There were hardly more than
seven thousand inhabitants in the newly acquired territory, and they were gathered principally in the towns
of St. Augustine and Pensacola. With the Spanish
cession, there was a considerable loss of population;
and, as a result, the English government took measures to attract settlers. Parliament promptly made
provision for the appointment of four ministers of religion and two schoolmasters. 1
1

Public Record Office, Colonial Office, 5:563.
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John Forbes was the first clergyman licensed to
officiate in East Florida. On May 5th, 1764, he gave
the customary bond “to be conveyed in some ship or
vessel to the said province” within three months, his
destination being St. Augustine. 2 He must have arrived on the scene very shortly, as he wrote in September, 1775 :- “I have resided constantly in this warm
climate for above eleven years, and I find my health
and constitution greatly impaired.” 3 In another letter
he said:- “I have from the establishment of the civil
government of this province officiated as Minister of
St. Augustine.“ 4
He was conscientious in the discharge of his parochial duties. His field was a difficult one and the territory quite extensive ; besides, he was the only English
clergyman in East Florida during the greater part of
the British occupation. In fact, he was the one minister of the nine appointed to the two Florida provinces who remained throughout practically the whole
period. The others stayed a short time and moved to
other fields or returned to the mother country. But
Mr. Forbes faced the situation with courage and resolution. Once a year he generally visited “at a considerable expense and great fatigue” the most remote parts
of East Florida. In a letter to Governor Patrick Tonyn
(September 26th, 1775), he said :- “A desire of being useful to the people among whom I have for some
years lived, endeavoring to inculcate the principles of
Christianity and a regard to order and subordination
has Sir, I assure you, induced me to refuse advantageous offers of settling in a more healthy and less expensive country. There having been in general no
other clergyman in the province has tied me down
more closely to constant residence and prevented me
2

Fulham MSS., see Sources, post.
P.R.O., C.O. 5:555, p. 269.
4
Ibid. p. 467.
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from applying in person to my friends to use their interest to obtain for me an additional salary or other
encouragement." 5
A church was built in St. Augustine by 1766 6 and
a steeple designed in 1773. 7
On the 2nd of February, 1769, he was married in
Milton, Massachusetts, to Miss Dolly Murray, daughter of the Honorable James Murray of Boston. 8
As one of the few educated men in the province, Mr.
Forbes soon proved an asset to the local government.
He was made a member of the Colonial Council by
Governor Grant; this appointment was confirmed by
act of the Privy Council, 7th June, 1771. By July,
1774, he had become sole Judge Surrogate of the Court
of Vice-Admiralty and Assistant Judge of the Courts
of Common Law in the province ; for some months he
had served in the absence of the Chief Justice. Of his
preparation he writes :- “In the improvement of a
regular and expensive education I have paid particular
attention to the elements and principles of law, and
since my appointment to these honourable trusts I
have been at pains to qualify: myself for the honourable discharge of them”. 9 Governor Tonyn’s regard
for him is shown in a letter which that official wrote
to the Earl of Dartmouth, October 23rd; 1775, after
Mr. Forbes had requested leave to visit England. “I
could not consent to Mr. Forbes requisition, without
the highest imprudence. The official execution, of the
law department, of this Province, stands at present in
certain predicaments; if an opinion in the Law be
wanted, I can alone depend on Mr. Forbes assistance
for it unprejudiced, in many cases with impartiality.” 10
5
6

Ibid. pp. 269-271.
Stork, An Account of East Florida. London, 1766, p. 33.
P.R.O., C.O. 5:553 pp. 68, 123; vol. 554, No. 29.
8
Georgia Gazette, April 5, 1769.
9
P.R.O., C.O. 5:555, pp. 467 ff.
10
Ibid. pp. 463ff.
7
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In December, 1777, Chief Justice William Drayton
was suspended from office by Governor Tonyn. Mr.
Forbes was commissioned to act in his place till his
Majesty’s pleasure could be known. Thereupon he resigned the office of Judge of the Court of Vice-Admiralty, and took hold of his new duties. The files of
the Public Record Office contain transcripts of some
of the causes in which his name appears. His appointment was not confirmed, however; and a new Chief
Justice, Mr. James Hume, succeeded him in 1779.
The growing intensity of the Revolutionary War
involved the maintenance of a military force in St.
Augustine. A regular army chaplain was assigned to
the station ; but he officiated by deputy, and the deputy was Mr. Forbes. 11 So far as his parish work was
concerned, Mr. Forbes never had a helper or substitute until the Reverend James Seymour, a Tory missionary who had left Augusta, Georgia, sought refuge
in Florida.
The versatile clergyman was allowed leave of absence in 1783, after nearly two decades in the province.
He returned to England bearing a letter from Governor Tonyn to Lord North, dated June 6th, 1783, and
stating that he was “able to give your Lordship information.“ 12 His rest was of short duration: a note
in the Public Record Office (November lOth, 1783)
speaks of “ye Revd Mr Forbes lately deceased.“ l3
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SOURCES

The certificate of Forbes’s University work and his
missionary bond are among the MSS. of Fulham Pal11
12

Ibid. 5:560, p. 495.
Ibid. p. 662. See also note to An Address . . . . to Governor13 Tonyn in this issue of the QUARTERLY, p. 169.

P.R.O., C.O. 5:560 No. 12.
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ace, London. Letters from Forbes, references to his
work, and correspondence bearing on the claim of
Drayton and Forbes to the office of Chief Justice may
be found scattered through Volumes 555, 556, 558, 559,
and 560 of the files of the Public Record Office: Colonial Office: Class 5. These may be consulted in the
Stevens and Brown Transcripts in the Library of Congress. His marriage is noted in the Georgia Gazette
(Savannah), 5 April, 1769. See also Acts of Privy
Council, Colonial Series, Vol. V., p. 564.
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